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  2 7L i t e r a r y  S t u d i e S
implicit in the idea was that the spoken 
language supplies the poet with a store 
of rhythms which he can, and indeed 
must, fit in counterpoint to the set 
frame of the metre. a hundred years 
later, very few poets want to face the 
labour involved in doing this.
So it is that the Notebook’s accounts 
are drawn up according to the degree of 
affinity shown to the spirit and the letter 
of Frost’s challenging poetics. Postwar 
american poets such as anthony Hecht 
and richard Wilbur are praised for 
the ways in which a concentration on 
technique led them away from the trap 
of vers libre solipsism, in which slack 
lines endlessly circle the plughole of 
the self. The critic also argues that the 
serious fashioning of larger events (in 
the case of Hecht and Wilbur, World 
War ii) means they aim for clarity of 
thought and expression, even when they 
are being oblique. John ashbery and 
J.H. Prynne are seen as talented poets 
who have nonetheless led hundreds of 
acolytes into an airless hermeticism.
James is keen that this avid for-
malism not be seen as technique for 
technique’s sake. He is willing to grant 
that there are those (t.S. eliot and 
Marianne Moore among them) who 
have achieved the second simplicity 
accorded to Picasso or Mozart. They 
are allowed to play tennis without the 
net because they first won grand slams 
with it in place. yet the weighting of 
appreciation here tends to favour those 
from whom correctness is more impor-
tant than content. Vladimir Nabokov’s 
thousand-line poem in couplets, to 
which his novel Pale Fire is written as a 
series of savage and hilarious footnotes, 
is described as a marvel because of its 
recherché adherence to Pushkin’s strict 
technical standards. 
Likewise, while John updike’s 
verse draws mildly damning criticism 
(‘he was led towards frivolity by a fatal 
propensity for reveling in skill’), the 
american writer is accorded poetic 
respect where other, more serious voices 
are dispatched merely in passing. When 
James writes of Lowell’s black-sheep 
poetic heir, Frederick Seidel, that he has 
an ‘unfortunate propensity for kiddie 
rhymes’, we see how an excessive for-
malism can become a form of aesthetic 
snobbery. Seidel does indeed use simple 
rhymes on idiotic repeat. Their purpose 
is to inject a note of hilarity into the 
horror of the contemporary which the 
poet wishes to describe while remaining 
aloof – to ratchet up through repetition 
a sense of the decadence and disaster 
of the present. Such singsong blatancy 
binds together stanzas in which multi-
ple ideas are thrown together as in some 
semantic particle accelerator. and, while 
the failed examples may sound faintly 
ludicrous, the successes show us how 
a conscious weakening of form can 
have its own kind of negative energy, 
as in Seidel’s terrible poem about 9/11, 
‘december’:
i am flying to area code 212
to stab a Concorde into you,
to plunge a sword into the gangrene.
This is a poem about a sword of kerosene. 
This is my 21st century in hell.
i stab the sword into the smell.
i am the sword of sunrise flying into 
area code 212
to flense the people in the buildings, 
and the buildings, into dew.
For a critic and practitioner who has 
spent a lifetime justifying his own po-
etic predilections in often scintillating 
terms, the point is not to cavil, but to ad-
mire. if this turns out to be the last book 
published during Clive James’s lifetime, 
it is a fitting vessel for farewell. and if the 
opinions and insights ventured in these 
pages have already been relayed in more 
polished if less adamant form elsewhere, 
they have never seemed more personal, 
an investment of self in art. The Notebook 
convinces the reader once again that a 
great critic can reawaken a dormant 
sense of wonder for what poetry can do. it 
proves Herbert’s statement of poetic 
faith in that mid-century essay: ‘Poetry is 
not some kind of trigonometric function. 
it’s a human, an arch-human function. 
after many errings it will reach its des-
tination and then it will be the conversa-
tion of one feeling being with another.’  g 
Geordie Williamson is the chief liter-
ary critic of The Weekend Australian.
Plum(b)
William Carlos Williams is a genius. and he has my lover’s initials. Or 
rather my lover has his initials. i often eat the plums that were in the icebox. 
But i don’t expect to be forgiven. Not everything depends upon that. Or the 
wheelbarrow of promises that still lies at the bottom of his heart. My lover 
likes plums. The ones with the tough skins and the scarlet flesh. Not the 
yellow. We like the same food. except for chops. i won’t eat lambs to the 
slaughter. Once i was called a ‘goo goo-eyed’ vegetarian. Which basically 
means i won’t eat anything cute. With big imploring eyes. Because it would 
be almost like me eating myself.  Lambs are cute. Baby cows are cute. and 
pigs are definitely cute. So they are all out. even mutton dressed as lamb. But 
i eat chicken and fish and sometimes beef. if it isn’t veal. He lived on a farm 
once. So he hates sheep. He tells me that sheep are the stupidest animals 
ever. They deserve to be eaten. He even tells me the story about how sheep 
follow each other in straight lines and that the earth becomes shiny and 
solid beneath their feet. and he and his brothers would ride along their little 
tracks. On their bikes. red bikes. Like the red wheelbarrow in his heart. One 
day he might even grow me some plums so that i can pick them and put 
them in our icebox. i want a red Smeg fridge. i want my whole kitchen to be 
red. He draws the line at a red fridge. He has never heard of Smeg. Smeegle. 
Smorg the dragon. He doesn’t understand the importance of a big, red, ex-
pensive fridge. He thinks fridges are just for keeping things cold. Like plums. 
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